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Effectiveness of Serving Students with 

Disabilities (and other struggling 

students as well) 
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Best Practices for Raising Achievement Cost Effectively 

Common Practices in Vermont 

The Need for Proactive Leadership and Management Tools 

Sources and Impact 
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Some ideas seem crazy, at first. 
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Six interconnected best practices can help students requiring additional 

support achieve at high levels in a cost effective manner. 

DMC Framework for Supporting Students Requiring Additional Support* 

Data to track progress and inform improvement 

3 Extra time to 

learn 

Rigorous general 

education curriculum  

1 

Targeted 

interventions 

Coordinated and  

sustained focus 

on reading 

4 

Content strong teachers 5 

2 

6 

Higher 

achievement for 

students requiring 

additional support 

*Note: Students requiring additional support is defined as students with IEPs for mild-to-moderate disabilities and students who struggle 

academically, however do not have an IEP. 
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Some districts have raised achievement for struggling students without 

relying on staff-intensive strategies. 

Student Achievement – Arlington, MA  

2006-2009 

EXAMPLE 

 

Source: Arlington Public Schools, MA; DMC Analysis 

10% 

68% 

76% 

92% 

0%

100%

2006 2007 2008 2009

% students who started the year 

behind grade level who reached 

grade level by year's end  

% students ending 

year on grade level  

FTE $ 

Additions 

Reading teachers 12.5  $812,500  

Library 

paraprofessionals 
5.0  $125,000  

Reductions 

Reading 

paraprofessionals 
(13.0) ($325,000) 

Special education 

teachers 
(3.0) ($195,000) 

Librarians (7.0) ($455,000) 

Speech and language 

therapists  
(2.0) ($130,000) 

Total (7.5) ($167,500) 

Changes in Staffing – Arlington, MA 

2006-2009 

Costs decreased even as the 

number of students served and 

achievement increased 

28 
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These 10 best practices are common elements to effective reading 

programs. 

A System for Effective Elementary Reading Program 

Source: National Reading Panel, What Works Clearinghouse, experience of districts who have dramatically improved reading scores 

Standards 

• Clear and rigorous grade-level expectations 

• Identification of struggling readers beginning in kindergarten 

• Frequent measurement of achievement 

1 

2 

3 

Core 

Instruction 

• At least 90 minutes / day of balanced core instruction 

• Explicit teaching of phonics and comprehension 

4 

5 

• At least 30 min / day additional time for all struggling readers 

• Tight connection of remediation to core instruction 

6 

7 
Intervention 

Effective 

Teaching 
• Highly skilled and effective teachers of reading 8 

Management 
• Put one person in charge of reading 

• Use instructional coaching to improve classroom instruction 

9 

10 
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In many school systems, “extra help” happens during core instruction or 

instead of core instruction and is provided by less skilled staff. 

Secondary Intervention Strategy: Typical Approach 

English 

Math  

Elective 

Social Studies 

Science 

Spanish 

English 

Math 

Elective 

Social Studies 

Science 

Spanish 

• Co-teaching 

• Paraprofessional 

support 

• Lower level curriculum 

Non-Struggling 

Student Schedule 

Struggling Math 

Student Schedule 

Period 2 

Period 1 

Period 3 

Period 4 

Period 5 

Period 6 

vs. 
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Best practice for secondary intervention is a “double time” model that 

involves providing “extra help” in addition to core instruction. 

Secondary Intervention Strategy: Best Practice Approach 

English 

Math  

Elective 

Social Studies 

Science 

Spanish 

English 

Math 

Elective 

Social Studies 

Science 

Spanish 

• First presentation 

of content 

• 100% current year 

material 

• Learn from peer 

questions 

Non-Struggling 

Student Schedule 

Struggling Math 

Student Schedule 

Period 2 

Period 1 

Period 3 

Period 4 

Period 5 

Period 6 

vs. 

• Pre-teach 

• Reteach current year 

and prior year content 

• Address missing 

foundational skills 

• Unteach 

misconceptions 

English 

Math 

Elective 

Social Studies 

Science 

Extra Math 

Support 

A Best Practice 

Schedule 

vs. 
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Every student requiring additional support benefits from a highly 

effective teacher. 

All Levels: Impact of Highly Effective Teachers 

Source: Suh, Thomas-Fore. "The National Council on Teacher Quality: Expanding the Teacher Quality Discussion. ERIC Digest." (2002); Adapted from Public 

Impact’s OpportunityCulture.org website, accessed 11/6/2013 http://opportunityculture.org/extending-the-reach-of-excellent-teachers-infographic/ 

0
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4 5 7 6 K 8 

Grade 

Lexile Score 

3 2 1 

An EXCELLENT 

TEACHER achieves an 

average of 1.5 years of 

student learning growth, 

helping students requiring 

additional support catch up 

A SOLID 

TEACHER achieves 

1 year of student 

learning growth, so 

that students 

requiring additional 

support progress 

but stay behind 

The research is clear: no school-based factor is more 

important than the quality of the teacher. 

http://opportunityculture.org/extending-the-reach-of-excellent-teachers-infographic/
http://opportunityculture.org/extending-the-reach-of-excellent-teachers-infographic/
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Deep content knowledge by teachers helps students unlearn 

misconceptions and master needed skills. 

Instructional Support for Students Requiring Additional Support 

• Review test questions 

and show correct 

answer 

• Provide homework help 

• Quiz in preparation for 

future tests 

• Associate each 

incorrect answer with 

underlying concept 

• Infer 

misunderstandings 

from incorrect answers 

• Teach prior, 

fundamental skills 

• Teach correct material 

using 2 or 3 different 

approaches 

C- 

Generalist  

Support 

Content Strong 

Support vs. 

*Note: Students requiring additional support is defined as students with IEPs for mild-to-moderate disabilities and students who struggle academically, however 

do not have an IEP. 
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Shift special education paraprofessional’s role from academics to 

supporting students’ health, safety, or behavior support needs.  

Revised Role of a Special Education Paraprofessional 

 

• Supporting students with mild- 

moderate disabilities with 

academic IEP goals: reading, 

math, writing, etc 

• Materials creation/lesson planning 

for daily instruction 

• Small group or 1:1 instruction for 

students with special needs 

 

Current Responsibilities New Responsibilities 

• Supporting students with mild- 

moderate disabilities with 

academic IEP goals: reading, 

math, writing, etc 

• Materials creation/lesson planning 

for daily instruction 

• Small group or 1:1 instruction for 

students with special needs 

• Behavior support 

• Supporting students with severe 

needs 

• Lunch duty, recess duty, bus duty 

 

 

• Behavior support 

• Supporting students with severe 

needs 

• Lunch duty, recess duty, bus duty 
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By shifting the special education instructional assistant’s role, students 

can be supported by the most skilled staff. 

Increase Supports for Students from Skilled Staff 

Responsibilities 

• Supporting students with mild- 

moderate disabilities with 

academic IEP goals: reading, 

math, writing, etc. 

• Materials creation/lesson planning 

for daily instruction 

• Small group or 1:1 instruction for 

students with mild-to-moderate 

needs 

 

 

Staff Who Could Support 

• Reading specialists 

 

• Math interventionists 

 

• Classroom teachers 

 

• Special education teachers with 

content expertise 
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Most of the best practices for raising achievement for students with 

special needs cost less than many common practices. 

Examples: Cost per Student 

Best 

Practice 

Resource 

Room 

Reading 

Recovery 

$2,100 

$3,750 

$6,250 

Elementary Reading 

$5,000 

$1,000 

Co-Teaching 

Math Best 

Practice 

Secondary Math 
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There are 5 roles that can be leveraged for increasing supports and 

services for struggling learners, at lower costs. 

5 Roles with Potential Leverage to Help Struggling Learners 

• Improving Reading Instruction for All Struggling Students 

• Redefining the Use of Paraprofessionals 

• Expanding the Reach of Special Education Teachers 

• Increasing Time Speech and Language Staff Spend with Students 

• Increasing Amount of Counseling Services with Students 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

These opportunities exist in the vast majority of districts in the state 
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VT districts invest heavily in staff with generalized or limited training for 

supporting struggling students with IEPs. 

FTE Dedicated to the Academic Support of Struggling Students (K-8 Level) 

District District 

Paraprofessionals 

30.7 FTE 

Special 
education 
teachers 

8.9 FTE 

Literacy 
Specialists  

2.2 FTE 

Paraprofessionals  

81.3 FTE 

Special education 
teachers 

27.1 FTE 

Literacy 
specialists      

2.9 FTE 
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By reducing paraprofessionals, a sizeable pool of funds could be shifted to 

provide highly skilled and effective teachers of reading and instructional coaches. 

Paraprofessional Benchmarking 

“All Inclusion” Model 

15.6 

33.4 

42.7 

Like Communities District District

2.8 x more 

2.1 x more 
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By adjusting staffing levels, a sizeable pool of funds could be shifted to 

provide highly skilled and effective teachers of reading to struggling readers. 

7.7 
9.8 

13.6 

0

16

Like
Communities

District District

1.8 x more 
1.3 x more 

Special Education Teacher Benchmarking 
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Many special education teachers spend less than half their day teaching 

students. 

Special Education Teacher Time with Students (K-8) 

District District 

Average: 51.8% Average: 42.6% 

4% 

43% 

70% 

55
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46

43

40

37

34

31

28

25

22

19

16

13

10

7

4

1

0% 

50% 

71% 

15

14

13

12

11

10

9

8

7
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4

3
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Special Education Teacher 1



19 www.dmcouncil.org 

Special education teachers spend a majority of their time supporting 

students in very small groups. 

Special Education Teacher Group Size (K-8) 

District District 

31% 

17% 
19% 

9% 

4% 4% 
2% 3% 2% 2% 

7% 

59% 

17% 
12% 

4% 
8% 
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By collecting detailed data directly from staff, central office leadership 

can gain deeper understanding into how staff spend their time. 

 
DMC Research and Technology 

 

• What service delivery models are used, 

and are they consistent across the 

district? 

 

• How much time is spent directly with 

students each week? 

 

• How much time is spent on duties, 

testing, or in meetings? 

 

• Are staff equitably distributed between 

schools given the needs of students in 

each building? 

1 

2 

3 

4 
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District leaders in consultation with staff should proactively establish 

best practices and understand current practices in detail 

 

1.  What percentage of service is: 

2.  How much service is: 

3.  What subjects or topics are being 

supported and to what extent? 

4.  What role do paraprofessionals play 

in each school? 

5.  Do all children have equal access to 

similar types of support? 

6.  Do these practices and strategies 

vary by school or staff member? 

push-in  ____% 

pull-out    ____% 

team teaching ____% 

one-to-one  ____% 

small group  ____% 

whole class  ____% 

Math 

Reading 

Writing 

Social Studies 

Science 

Yes No 

Yes No 

Question Answer 

___________________________ 
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Questions  ? 



23 www.dmcouncil.org 

DMC has synthesized many years of education research into the best 

practices. 

 
Sources & Citations 

General: 

• “Seeking Effective Policies and Practices for Students with Special Needs.” Rennie Center for Education Research & Policy. Spring 

2009. 

• Hattie, John. Visible learning: A synthesis of over 800 meta-analyses relating to achievement. Routledge, 2013.  

• “Special Education: A Service, Not a Place.” New Jersey School Boards Association. March 11, 2014. 

• Eidelman, Hadas, Grindal, Todd, Hehir, Thomas. “Review of Special Education in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts.” Report 

commissioned by the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education. April 2012. 

 

Reading: 

• A KIDS COUNT Special Report from the Annie E. Casey Foundation. “Early Warning! Why Reading by the End of Third Grade 

Matters.” Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2010.  

• Armbruster, Bonnie B., Lehr, Fran, Osborn, Jean. “Put Reading First: The Research Building Blocks for Teaching Children to Read: 

Kindergarten Through Grade 3.” National Institute for Literacy: The Partnership for Reading, 2001. 

• Hernandez, Donald J. "Double Jeopardy: How Third-Grade Reading Skills and Poverty Influence High School Graduation." Annie E. 

Casey Foundation (2011). 

• “Improving K-5 Literacy Outcomes.” Hanover Research, January 2015. 

• Report of the National Reading Panel. “Teaching Children to Read: An Evidence Based Assessment of the Scientific Research 

Literature on Reading and Its Implications for Reading Instruction.” National Reading Panel, 2000. 

• Shanahan, Timothy, et al. "Improving Reading Comprehension in Kindergarten through 3rd Grade: IES Practice Guide. NCEE 2010-

4038." What Works Clearinghouse (2010). 

• Sweet, Anne P., McGuire, C. Kent, Riley, Richard W. Ten Proven Principles of Teaching Reading. National Education Association, 

2000. 

• What Works Clearinghouse 
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Sources & Citations 

Importance of Standards & General Education:   

• Courtade, Ginevra, et al. "Seven reasons to promote standards-based instruction for students with severe disabilities: A reply to 

Ayres, Lowrey, Douglas, & Sievers (2011)." Education and Training in Autism and Developmental Disabilities (2012): 3-13. 

• Reeves, Douglas B. Making standards work: How to implement standards-based assessments in the classroom, school, and district. 

Lead+ Learn Press, 2002. 

 

Targeted Interventions:  

• Assisting students struggling with reading: Response to intervention and multi-tier intervention in the primary grades. US Department 

of Education, National Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance, Institute of Education Sciences, 2009. 

• Denton, C. A.; Fletcher, J. M.; Anthony, J. L. and Francis, D. J. “An Evaluation of Intensive Intervention for Students with Persistent 

Reading Difficulties.” Journal of Learning Disabilities, 39, 447‐466, 2006. 

• DuFour, Richard, DuFour, Rebecca, Robert Eaker, and Gayle Karhanek. Whatever it takes: How professional learning communities 

respond when kids don't learn. Bloomington, IN: National Educational Service, 2004. 

• Kelly, Corrie. “Reading Intervention Programs: A Comparative Chart.” Reading Rockets, 2001. 

• Stiggins, Rick, and Rick DuFour. "Maximizing the power of formative assessments." Phi Delta Kappan 90.9 (2009): 640-644. 

 

Quality of Teachers:  

• Darling-Hammond, Linda. "Teacher quality and student achievement."Education policy analysis archives 8 (2000): 1. 

• National Council on Teacher Quality, “Teacher Prep Ratings,” 2014. 

• Public Impact’s OpportunityCulture.org website 

• Rice, Jennifer King. Teacher Quality: Understanding the Effectiveness of Teacher Attributes. Economic Policy Institute, Washington, 

DC, 2003. 

• Suh, Thomas-Fore. "The National Council on Teacher Quality: Expanding the Teacher Quality Discussion. ERIC Digest." (2002). 

• Walsh, Kate, Deborah Glaser, and Danielle Dunne Wilcox. "What education schools aren't teaching about reading and what 

Elementary teachers aren't learning." National Council on Teacher Quality (2006). 
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Sources & Citations 

Paraprofessionals: 

• “A Study of the Use of Paraprofessionals to Deliver Special Education Services in Vermont Schools”, the University of 

Massachusetts Donahue Institute (UMDI), March 2015. 

• Broer, Stephen M., Doyle, Mary Beth, Halvorsen, Ann T., Giangreco, Michael F. "Alternatives to overreliance on paraprofessionals in 

inclusive schools." Journal of Special Education Leadership 17.2 (2004): 82. 

• Causton-Theoharis, Julie N. "The golden rule of providing support in inclusive classrooms: Support others as you would wish to be 

supported." Teaching Exceptional Children 42.2 (2009): 36-43. 

• Giangreco, Michael F., et al. "Be careful what you wish for…”: Five reasons to be concerned about the assignment of individual 

paraprofessionals." Teaching Exceptional Children 37.5 (2005): 28-34. 

• Giangreco, Michael F., Sean M. Hurley, and Jesse C. Suter. "Special education personnel utilization and general class placement of 

students with disabilities: Ranges and ratios." Journal Information 47.1 (2009). 

• Giangreco, Michael F., Carter S. Smith, and Elaine Pinckney. "Addressing the paraprofessional dilemma in an inclusive school: A 

program description."Research and Practice for Persons with Severe Disabilities 31.3 (2006): 215-229. 

• Mittnacht, Marcia. “Technical Assistance Advisory SPED 2014-3: Identifying the Need for Paraprofessional Support.” Massachusetts 

Department of Elementary and Secondary Education. February, 26, 2015. 

• Suter, Jesse C., and Michael F. Giangreco. "Numbers that count: Exploring special education and paraprofessional service delivery 

in inclusion-oriented schools." The Journal of Special Education (2008). 

 

Speech and Language: 

• American Speech-Language-Hearing Association. "A workload analysis approach for establishing speech-language caseload 

standards in the schools: Technical report." (2002). 

• American Speech-Language-Hearing Association. "Admission/discharge criteria in speech-language pathology." (2004). 

• Guidelines for the roles and responsibilities of the school-based speech-language pathologist. American Speech-Language-Hearing 

Association, 2002. 
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A number of school systems have implemented these best practices, which has 

resulted in improvements in supports for students requiring additional support. 

 

Best Practice Case Studies 

 

School System Type Enrollment % FRPL % IEP Outcomes 

Large School System 

(Montgomery, MD) 
156,455 35% 12% 

• 29% reduction in 3rd grade reading 

achievement gap 

Mid-Sized Urban 

School System 

(Newport News, VA) 

29,553 63% 12% 

• 8 percentage point increase in math 

proficiency in one year; 14 percentage 

point increase over 4 years 

• 5 percentage point increase in 

reading/ELA in one year; 4 

percentage point increase over 3 

years 

Suburban School 

System 

(Arlington, MA) 

5,208 8% 14% 

• Reduced the number of struggling 

readers in K-5 by 65% 

• Decreased the special education 

achievement gap at the secondary 

level by 66% 

Small Suburban 

School System 

(Simsbury, CT) 

4,516 8% 11% 

• Shifted paraprofessionals to fund 

reading teachers, instructional 

coaches, and behaviorists 

• Increased the number of students 

ending the year on grade level in 

reading by 33% 

Source: DMC analysis of state assessment and internal school system data 

*Note: Students requiring additional support is defined as students with IEPs for mild-to-moderate disabilities and students who struggle academically, however 

do not have an IEP. 
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